PIERS PLOWMAN,   I
who has 'run into Religion5; to Hilton each is the best life for
certain people, according to their circumstances.
Of course these ideas are not limited to Christendom, In
Kipling's story of The Miracle ofPurun Bhagat, we are told how
the wise and good Prime Minister of a semi-independent
Indian state, at the age of sixty, resigned his power, and took
up the begging bowl of a holy man. Thereby, in the phrase
of William Langland, he passed from Do-well to Do-better.
But when the hill side upon which his hermitage is built begins
to totter, and he resumes his old power of command to warn
the villagers below, this return of the contemplative man to
the Active Life, for the good of others, has analogies to Lang-
land's Do-best. And, in many ages and many religions, will be
found stages analogous to the Active, Contemplative, and Mixed
Life, Do-well, Do-better and Do-best.
This idea of the three kinds of good life must be as old as
Christianity itself is in England. In a passage to which Hilton
refers in his Book that is called Mixed Life, Gregory the Great
had pointed out that Christ lived the Mixed Life of Activity and
of Contemplation.
We are told in a sermon attributed to St. Augustine: Teter
appears in many places, that he may bear the figure of the
Church.'1 It would be perilous to assume that Langland knew
that text; yet it makes a good motto for Piers Plowman. The
Latin title of the poem, Visio Willelmi de Petro Plowman, never
allowed the medieval reader to forget that Piers is Peter:
Piers represents, in turn, each of the three ways of life which
the Church teaches. Langland sees Christ also as living and
teaching those three lives. Hence the identification of Piers
with Christ: cBut it would be truer to say that Jesus lives
Piers (for Piers is a way of Life) than that Jesus is Piers or that
Piers is Jesus.'2
But before depicting these three ways of life, Langland asks
us to consider a world in which most men are suffering from
the want of them. The poem therefore begins with a picture
1 AUGUSTINE, in Migne, v, 1940.
2 COGHILL in Medium Mvum, H, 119.
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